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Flame," crazy old alcoholic E. L. may yet 
come to Jesus at the revival meetings, thinks 
Dovey, a devout woman who has befriended 
him. But Dovey is plagued by a dream in 
which she was "flooded with pleasure" when 
E. L. began to fondle her breast. 
And we see blacks in these stories. "The 
Cure" depicts a tough old black woman deter-
mined to hang on to life. In "Fruit of the Sea-
son," a black boy picking dewberries for the 
white woman his mother works for cannot 
control his veiled rage when he sees the white 
woman's magnificent house and thinks of his 
own two-room hovel. "His eyes seemed to 
darken. Without a word, he gathered up the 
saliva in his mouth, leaned over, and spit on 
the berri~s." 
When there is affection between blacks and 
whites, it sometimes comes more from one 
side than the other, as is subtly shown in a 
final scene in "Beyond Two Forks." An old 
black woman, Queen, has accompanied her 
former mistress all day trying to help the white 
woman find someone to clean for her. They 
sit in the black woman's cabin. "Don't look 
so pitiful, Miss. I'll come back up there and 
help you," Queen says at last. The white 
woman, the narrator, graciously refuses 
(Queen is too old) and gets up to leave. 
I put my arms around her. Like Mannie, 
she accepted but did not return my displays 
of affection. She did not open her arms, for 
instance, and hug me back but only pat-
ted lightly with one hand. 
In my embrace her flesh gave way and 
the bones beneath felt bare and brittle. 
Old. She freed herself as from a child, and 
opened the door. 
"Done got dark out there," she said. 
A housewife for thirty-one years, Mrs. 
Brown reminds us of other women authors 
who have had to put off writing until the chi!-
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dren were grown up. Let us hope Mary Ward 
Brown writes more, for her stories are master-
ful - rich, beautifully crafted, with lives that 
speak to all of us. 
Margaret Proctor 
Tom Wolfe, The Bonfire of the Vanities. New 
York: Farrar, Straus, Giroux, 1987. 659 pages. 
It was a surprise when this novel appeared 
last year- the first novel by Tom Wolfe. The 
author, after all, has sometimes been blamed 
for the death of the modern serious novel. 
One of the developers of the "new journal-
ism" in the 60s and 70s, Wolfe believed that 
the techniques of fiction should be applied to 
journalism - that truth was not only stran-
ger than fiction but also truer than fiction and 
more interesting, provided it was presented in 
the best way, which happened to be the fic-
tional mode as it has been developed over the 
past 250 years. 
So Tom Wolfe had produced hundreds of 
magazine articles and a string of successful 
non-fiction books, including The Kandy-
Kolored Tangerine Flake Steamline Baby, Radi-
cal Chic and Mau-Mauing the Flak Catchers, 
The Right Stuff, and From Bauhaus to Our 
House. They often read "like fiction," with 
novel-like dialogue, narration, character 
description, and figurative language, particu-
larly sequences of images and patches of off-
beat jargon. 
The success of the new non-fiction 
paralleled a decline in fiction sales, so many 
people saw a causal relationship. By the early 
80s, the only way you could make a living at 
fiction writing was to produce soap-opera 
novels that could easily convert into televi-
sion mini-series. The serious, professional 
writers wer 
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w r i t e r s  w e r e  d o i n g  n o n - f i c t i o n .  O n l y  t h e  
a m a t e u r s  a n d  t h e  a c a d e m i c s  s t u c k  w i t h  t h e  
o l d  f o r m .  
S o  w h a t  w a s  w i t h  W o l f e  w r i t i n g  a  n o v e l ?  
H a d  h e  s o l d  o u t ,  w i t h  a  h y p e - g e n e r a t e d  b o o k  
p r e - m a r k e t e d  t o  p u b l i s h e r ,  b o o k  c l u b ,  R e d b o o k  
e x c e r p t e r ,  a n d  t v  n e t w o r k  p r o d u c e r ,  w i t h  
n i n e - m o n t h s  o f  p r o m o  a p p e a r a n c e s  o n  
J o h n n y  C a r s o n ,  O p r a h  W i n f r e y ,  a n d  P h i l  
D o n a h u e ?  
I t  t u r n s  o u t ,  n o t  a t  a l l .  
B o n f i r e  o f  t h e  V a n i t i e s  i s  a  s e r i o u s  n o v e l .  I t ' s  
n o t  a  g r e a t  n o v e l ,  b u t  W o l f e  a t t e m p t s  i n - d e p t h  
c h a r a c t e r i z a t i o n  - t h e  p r i m e  r e q u i s i t e  f o r  
q u a l i t y  f i c t i o n .  A n d  h i s  l a n g u a g e  i s  s e r i o u s  -
a n  a t t e m p t  t o  m a k e  t h e  p r o s e  w o r k  n o t  o n l y  
o n  t h e  s u r f a c e  l e v e l  o f  d e s c r i p t i o n  a n d  a c t i o n  
b u t  a l s o  o n  t h e  s u b l i m i n a l ,  i m a g i s t i c  l e v e l  a s  
a n  a r t i s t i c  a n d  t h e m a t i c  u n i f i e r .  I t ' s  a l s o  a  
" g o o d  r e a d , "  a n  i n t e r e s t i n g  t a l e  t h a t  c a t c h e s  
y o u r  a t t e n t i o n  a n d  i s  e x c i t i n g .  
M o s t  i m p o r t a n t ,  u n l i k e  a l l  t h e  p o p  n o v e l s  
t o d a y  a n d  e v e n  u n l i k e  m o s t  o f  t h e  a c a d e m i c  
a n d  s e r i o u s  n o v e l s ,  i t  t u r n s  o u t  t o  h a v e  s o c i a l  
a n d  m o r a l  s i g n i f i c a n c e .  N o t  q u i t e  a s  g o o d  a s  
D i c k e n s  b u t  i n  t h e  s a m e  v e i n .  C u r r e n t l y  
n o v e l s  t e n d  t o  t a k e  o n e  o f  t w o  t a c k s .  M o s t  
o f t e n  t h e y  w i l l  t a k e  n o  m o r a l  p o s i t i o n  a t  a l l ,  
w a l l o w i n g  i n  t h e  s e x u a l  g r a t i f i c a t i o n  t y p i c a l  
o f  t h e  t e l e v i s i o n  e v e n i n g  s o a p  o p e r a  - l i k e  
D a l l a . s  o r  F a l c o n  C r e s t .  T h e  s e r i o u s  n o v e l  t o d a y  
i s  u s u a l l y  l i t t l e  b e t t e r .  T y p i c a l l y ,  t h e  a u t h o r  
w i l l  d e v e l o p  t h e  m a i n  c h a r a c t e r ' s  a t t i t u d e s  
i n t o  t h e  " w o r l d  v i e w "  o f  t h e  n o v e l ,  i n  t h e  
p r o c e s s  p r o m o t i n g  a  s e l f - c e n t e r e d  r e l a t i v i s m  i n  
m o r a l  a n d  s o c i a l  m a t t e r s .  
W o l f e  r e s i s t s  t h e  c u r r e n t  t e n d e n c y .  
H i s  m a i n  c h a r a c t e r ,  S h e r m a n  M c C o y ,  h a s  
a l l  t h e  o u t w a r d  t r a p p i n g s  o f  t h e  t e l e v i s i o n  
i d e a l  - s c i o n  o f  a  w e a l t h y  f a m i l y  a n d  h o t - s h o t  
b o n d  t r a d e r  w h o  p r i v a t e l y  t h i n k s  o f  h i m s e l f  
a s  o n e  o f  t h e  " M a s t e r s  o f  t h e  U n i v e r s e , "  
m o s t l y  b e c a u s e  o f  h i s  a s t o u n d i n g  s u c c e s s  w i t h  
m o n e y  i n  t h e  8 0 s .  H e  m a k e s  a  m i l l i o n  d o l l a r s  
a  y e a r  a n d  m o v e s  i n  t h e  w o r l d  o f  t h e  r i c h  a n d  
f a m o u s ,  a n  o u t w a r d  i d e a l  f o r  t h e  y u p p i e s .  
B u t  W o l f e  s h o w s  u s  h e  i s  p r i v a t e l y  m o r a l  
s c u m  - t h o u g h t l e s s ,  a  p o o r  f a t h e r ,  a  l o u s y  
h u s b a n d ,  a n d  a  d i s a p p o i n t i n g  s o n .  
T h e  c e n t r a l  i n c i d e n t  o c c u r s  e a r l y  i n  t h e  
n o v e l  d u r i n g  a  s i d e - t r i p  t h r o u g h  t h e  B r o n x  
s l u m s .  A l o n g s i d e  S h e r m a n  i s  a  s e x - h u n g r y  
s o c i a l i t e  w i t h  w h o m  S h e r m a n  i s  h a v i n g  a n  
a f f a i r .  T w o  b l a c k  k i d s  s t o p  S h e r m a n ' s  M e r -
c e d e s  a n d  t r y  t o  r o b  h i m .  H e  f i g h t s  o n e  k i d  
o f f  a n d ,  i n  s p e e d i n g  a w a y  f r o m  t h e  s c e n e ,  h i t s  
t h e  o t h e r  w i t h  h i s  c a r .  
S h e r m a n  a n d  h i s  l o v e r  d e c i d e  t o  h i d e  t h e  
t r u t h ,  a n d  t h e  h i t - a n d - r u n  t u r n s  i n t o  a  c a u s e  
c e l e b r e ,  i n f l a m e d  b y  a n  a m b i t i o u s  d i s t r i c t  
a t t o r n e y  a n d  a  b l a c k  m i n i s t e r / r e v o l u t i o n a r y  
w h o  i s  u s i n g  r e l i g i o n  t o  r e d i s t r i b u t e  t h e  w e a l t h  
i n  h i s  o w n  d i r e c t i o n .  
F r o m  t h a t  p o i n t  o n ,  t h e  i n t e r e s t  i n  t h e  
n o v e l  i s  S h e r m a n ' s  b r e a k d o w n .  M u c h  a s  i n  
D o s t o e v s k y ' s  C r i m e  a n d  P u n i s h m e n t ,  t h e  m a i n  
c h a r a c t e r  b r i n g s  o n  h i s  o w n  r e t r i b u t i o n ,  
a f f l i c t i n g  h i m s e l f  w i t h  a p p a l l i n g  t h o u g h t s  o f  
w h a t  h e  h a s  d o n e  a n d  w h a t  w i l l  c o m e .  H i s  
m e n t a l  a n g u i s h  i s  w o r s e  t h a n  a n y t h i n g  s o c i -
e t y  c o u l d  d o  t o  h i m ,  a n d  h e  f i n a l l y  l o s e s  h i s  
$ 1  m i l l i o n  a  y e a r  j o b .  A n d ,  o f  c o u r s e ,  h i s  
a p a r t m e n t ,  h i s  M e r c e d e s ,  h i s  m i s t r e s s ,  h i s  
d a u g h t e r ,  h i s  w i f e .  
Y e t ,  b y  t h e  e n d  o f  t h e  n o v e l  w e  a r e  a b l e  
t o  e m p a t h i z e  w i t h  S h e r m a n  M c C o y .  T h r o u g h  
a g o n i z i n g  o v e r  h i s  l o s s e s ,  h e  d o e s  c o m e  t o  
s o m e  a w a r e n e s s  t h a t  h i s  m a t e r i a l i s t i c  e x i s t e n c e  
w a s  s h a l l o w ,  t h a t  w h a t  h e  o r i g i n a l l y  t h o u g h t  
w a s  t h e  w o r s t  i s  u n i m p o r t a n t .  B y  t h e  e n d  o f  
t h e  b o o k ,  m o s t  r e a d e r s  w i l l  l i k e  h i m .  
B e y o n d  t h e  m a j o r  c h a r a c t e r ,  m u c h  o f  t h e  
i n t e r e s t  o f  t h e  b o o k  i s  W o l f e ' s  d e p i c t i o n  o f  l i f e  
i n  N e w  Y o r k  C i t y .  T h e  p r i m a r y  s t a g e s  a r e  t h e  
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high society of Sherman McCoy and the low 
society of a Bronx court house where the lead-
ing man is Larry Kramer, a sub assistant 
prosecuting attorney who aspires to McCoy's 
wealth and status even as he is prosecuting 
him for the hit-and-run accident. 
As he has done in his non-fiction, Wolfe 
uses the catalog of detail to describe. But in 
this book, more than in his non-fiction, the 
description serves multiple purposes - charac-
terizing, furthering the plot, making social 
commentary. 
Wolfe is at his best depicting high-society's 
social life - the biggest bonfire of the vani-
ties. In the middle of the book is a thirty page 
description of a dinner party that is riveting. 
Upon entering, Sherman surveys the crowd: 
He immediately sensed a pattern ... presque 
vu! presque vu! almost seen! ... and yet he 
couldn't have put it into words. That would 
have been beyond him. All the men and 
women in this hall were arranged in 
clusters, conversational bouquets, so to 
speak. There were no solitary figures, no 
strays. All faces were white. Black faces 
might show up, occasionally, at fashiona-
ble charity dinners but not in fashionable 
private homes. There were no men under 
thirty-five and precious few under forty. 
The women came in two varieties. First, 
there were women in their late thirties and 
in their forties and older (women "of a cer-
tain age"), all of them skin and bones 
(starved to near perfection). To compensate 
for the concupiscence missing from their 
juiceless ribs and atrophied backsides, they 
turned to the dress designers. This season 
no puffs, flounces, pleats, ruffles, bibs, bows, 
battings, scallops, laces, darts, or shirs on 
the bias were too extreme. They were the 
social X rays, to use the phrase that had 
bubbled up into Sherman's own brain. Sec-
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ond there were the so-called Lemon Tarts. 
These were women in their twenties or 
early thirties, mostly blondes (the Lemon 
in the Tarts), who were the second, third, 
and fourth wives or live-in girlfriends of 
men over forty or fifty or sixty (or seventy), 
the sort of women men refer to, quite with-
out thinking, as girls. This season the Tart 
was able to flaunt the natural advantages 
of youth by showing her legs from well 
above the knee and emphasizing her round 
bottom (something no X ray had). What 
was entirely missing from chez Bavardage 
was that manner of woman who is neither 
very young nor very old, who has laid in 
a lining of subcutaneous fat, who glows 
with plumpness and a rosy face that speaks, 
without a word, of home and hearth and 
hot food ready at six and stories read aloud 
at night and conversations while seated on 
the edge of the bed, just before the Sand-
man comes. In short, no one ever 
invited ... Mother. (p. 333) 
One is tempted to quote Wolfe endlessly, 
for he is a lover of the English language and 
plays with it as a good poet often does. It will 
be a rare reader who isn't sent to the diction-
ary at least once during the book. 
As with any good novel, it is difficult to 
specify a single theme. But - much as Dickens 
did - Wolfe constantly points out the 
vacuum of worthwhile human values in a 
materialistic and monyed society. Unlike 
Dickens, Wolfe shows us few examples of 
warm family relationships, even though he 
implies their importance throughout. 
The major weakness of the novel is in plot-
ting, as it sprawls on for 650 pages. Wolfe uses 
a three-page epilogue to sum up the action, 
to tie together all the loose ends by updating 
the status of the major characters one year 
after the final chapter. It's lame, but about the 
only way he 
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o n l y  w a y  h e  c o u l d  t e r m i n a t e  t h e  b o o k ,  s i n c e  
t h e  a c t i o n  p o i n t s  t o w a r d  n o  n a t u r a l  c o n -
c l u s i o n .  
W h i l e  W o l f e  f a i l e d  a t  m a k i n g  t h e  t r a n s i t i o n  
f r o m  r e a l - l i f e  a c t i o n  t o  f i c t i o n a l  p l o t ,  h e  h a s  
s u c c e e d e d  a t  m a k i n g  t h e  o t h e r  t r a n s i t i o n s  -
f r o m  r e p o r t s  o f  r e a l  p e o p l e  t o  f i c t i o n a l  c h a r a c -
t e r i z a t i o n ,  f r o m  p e r s o n a l  n a r r a t i o n  t o  f i c t i o n a l  
p o i n t - o f - v i e w ,  f r o m  s e l f - c o n s c i o u s  l a n g u a g e  t o  
s t y l e  w h i c h  u n d e r g i r d s  t h e  r e s t  o f  t h e  f i c t i o n .  
A n d  m o s t  o f  a l l  f r o m  t h e  p e r s o n a l  s t a t e m e n t  
o f  n o n - f i c t i o n  t o  t h e  r e p r e s e n t a t i o n  o f  r e a l i t y  
- a n d  m o r a l  p o s i t i o n  - o f  t h e  b e s t  f i c t i o n .  
T h o u g h  h e  h a s n ' t  s a i d  i t  i n  p u b l i c ,  W o l f e ' s  
n o v e l  s u g g e s t s  h e  h a s  d e c i d e d  t h a t  f i c t i o n  m a y  
b e  t r u e r  t h a n  r e a l  l i f e  - t h e  b a s i c  b e l i e f  o f  a l l  
g o o d  n o v e l i s t s .  
R o n  D w e l l e  
M a r i o n  M o n t g o m e r y ,  P o s s u m ,  a n d  O t h e r  
R e c e i t s  f o r  t h e  R e c o v e r y  o f  " S o u t h e r n "  B e i n g ,  
A t h e n s ,  G e o r g i a :  T h e  U n i v e r s i t y  o f  G e o r g i a  
P r e s s ,  1 9 8 7 .  1 5 8  p a g e s .  
I f  a  p o w e r f u l  c o m p u t e r  e n d o w e d  w i t h  a r t i f i -
c i a l  i n t e l l i g e n c e  p r o g r a m m i n g  c o u l d  i n t e r f a c e  
w i t h  M a r i o n  M o n t g o m e r y  a n d  e n t e r  e v e r y -
t h i n g  f r o m  h i s  m i n d  i n t o  i t s  m e m o r y ,  c o u l d  
i t  w r i t e  t h i s  b o o k ?  M o n t g o m e r y ' s  a s s o c i a t i o n  
o f  t h e  r e c i p e  f o r  c o o k i n g  p o s s u m  w i t h  t h e  
L a t i n  p o s s u m ,  r e p r e s e n t i n g  f o r  h i m  t h e  a b i l -
i t y  o r  p o t e n c y  o f  t h e  i n d i v i d u a l  p e r s o n ,  s e e m s  
a r b i t r a r y  e n o u g h  t h a t  t h e  c o m p u t e r  m i g h t  
a r r i v e  a t  i t .  B u t  t h e  m a c h i n e  w o u l d  b e  u n -
a b l e  t o  s e e  a  w a y  o f  f l e s h i n g  o u t  t h i s  s t r a n g e  
c o n n e c t i o n  t o  m a k e  o f  i t  a  c o m p e l l i n g  d i s -
c o u r s e .  W h y ?  B e c a u s e  t h e  c o m p u t e r  h a s  n o  
h e a r t ,  w h i c h  i s ,  a s  M o n t g o m e r y  c l a i m s ,  t h e  
s o u r c e  o f  v i s i o n ,  a s  o p p o s e d  t o  t h e  b r a i n ' s  r e a -
s o n .  I  w o u l d  a d d  t h a t  t h e  c o m p u t e r  h a s  n o  
b o d y .  I t  c a n n o r  s e e  h o w  t o  f l e s h  o u t  i d e a s  
b e c a u s e  i t  h a s  n o  e y e s  a n d  n o  f l e s h .  I n  f a c t ,  
i n  s p i t e  o f  o u r  a n t h r o p o m o r p h i c  t e r m i n o l o g y ,  
i t  c a n n o t  " i n t e r f a c e "  w i t h  a  p e r s o n  b e c a u s e  
i t  h a s  n o  f a c e ,  a n d  i t s  i n f o r m a t i o n  s t o r a g e  i s  
n o t h i n g  l i k e  o u r  m e m o r y  b e c a u s e  i t  h a s  n e v e r  
e x p e r i e n c e d  a n y t h i n g .  
T h i s  b o o k ,  o r i g i n a l l y  g i v e n  a s  t h e  L a m a r  
M e m o r i a l  L e c t u r e s  a t  M e r c e r  U n i v e r s i t y ,  i s  
n o t  a b o u t  a r t i f i c i a l  i n t e l l i g e n c e  i n  c o m p u t e r s .  
B u t  i t  i s  a b o u t  a r t i f i c i a l  i n t e l l i g e n c e  i n  h u m a n  
b e i n g s ,  t h e  k i n d  o f  t h i n k i n g  ( d e s i g n a t e d  
m e t a p h o r i c a l l y  a s  " N o r t h e r n " )  t h a t  i s  d i v o r c e d  
f r o m  a  s e n s e  o f  p l a c e ,  o f  p a r t i c u l a r  r e a l i t y .  
M o n t g o m e r y  f o l l o w s  S t .  T h o m a s  A q u i n a s  i n  
d i v i d i n g  t h e  m i n d  i n t o  r a t i o  a n d  i n t e l l e c t u s .  
R a t i o  i s  p u r e  r e a s o n ,  w h i c h  a t t e m p t s  t o  r e d u c e  
n a t u r e  a n d  h u m a n  n a t u r e  t o  a b s t r a c t i o n s ,  a n d  
f i n a l l y  t o  n u m b e r ,  s o  t h a t  b o t h  m a y  b e  c o n -
t r o l l e d  a n d  e v e n  r e d e s i g n e d .  I n t e l l e c t u s  i s  t h e  
i n t u i t i v e  o r  v i s i o n a r y  s i d e  o f  t h e  m i n d ,  t h e  
h e a r t .  M o n t g o m e r y  f o l l o w s  T .  S .  E l i o t  i n  a r g u -
i n g  t h a t  a  " d i s s o c i a t i o n  o f  s e n s i b i l i t y "  t o o k  
p l a c e  i n  t h e  l a t t e r  p a r t  o f  t h e  R e n a i s s a n c e ,  
d i v o r c i n g  t h o u g h t  a n d  f e e l i n g .  T h e  W e s t e r n  
w o r l d ,  i n  t h i s  v i e w ,  h a s  i n c r e a s i n g l y  a d o p t e d  
O c k h a m ' s  n o m i n a l i s m ,  a s s e r t i n g  m o r e  a n d  
m o r e  f l a t l y  t h a t  t h e  r e l a t i o n  b e t w e e n  h u m a n  
l a n g u a g e  a n d  r e a l i t y  i s  e n t i r e l y  a r b i t r a r y .  
A n o t h e r  t h i n k e r  M o n t g o m e r y  o f t e n  c a l l s  
u p o n  i s  E r i c  V o e g e l i n ,  w h o  t e r m e d  t h i s  
i n t e l l e c t u a l  m a l a d y  " t h e  n e w  g n o s t i c i s m . "  A s  
t h e  t h e i s t i c  g n o s t i c i s m  o f  t h e  e a r l y  C h r i s t i a n  
e r a  d i v o r c e d  s p i r i t  a n d  f l e s h ,  t h e  m o d e r n  
a t h e i s t i c  g n o s t i c i s m  p r i v i l e g e s  a b s t r a c t ,  c r i t i -
c a l  t h i n k i n g  o v e r  i n t u i t i v e ,  a n a l o g i c a l  i n s i g h t .  
S u r p r i s i n g l y ,  o u r  i n c r e a s i n g  r e l i a n c e  o n  p u r e  
a b s t r a c t i o n  r e s u l t s  n o t  o n l y  i n  r e d u c e d  a w a r e -
n e s s  o f  t h e  w o r l d  a r o u n d  u s  b u t  a l s o  i n  a b j e c t  
m a t e r i a l i s m .  N o  p a r a d o x  h e r e :  t h e  p u r e s t  
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